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ARTICLE 4

P a re n ta l In flu e n c e s T h a t Im p a c t F irst - G e n e ra tio n C o lle g e S tu d e n ts' C o lle g e C h o ic e : A
Q u a lita tiv e I n q u ir y o f S tu d e n t P e r c e p tio n s
Tiffany Cresswell-Yeager, PhD, Gwynedd Mercy University

ABSTRACT
This qualitative study explored first-generation college students’ perceptions about the
influence that their parents had on their college choice process. Using in-depth interviews
and focus groups with first generation college students, this study explored their experiences
and perceptions of the impact of their socioeconomic status. First-generation college
students face obstacles in knowledge and resources and tend to have lower educational
aspirations than non-first-generation students. I wanted to understand their experiences in
their voice—providing support for the use of qualitative methods. Using the sociological
concepts of social and cultural capital as a framework, this study found the participants knew
that because of their socioeconomic status, they would have difficulty affording college.
Participants were motivated to go to college because their parents did not go to college.
These students were encouraged by parents and aspired to have a better life yet faced many
barriers that impacted their college choice.
Introduction
Access to college is closely related to the level of education by the parents (Choy et al.,
2000). First-generation college students face many obstacles in obtaining knowledge and
resources to enroll in college. Despite these challenges, for many students, there is a great deal of
encouragement from their parents. Parents, who lack the knowledge to help navigate the college
choice process, nonetheless provide encouragement to their children to pursue an education
(Ceja, 2006; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper., 1999). Despite the parents’ lack of a college degree,
parental encouragement is the single most important factor in predicting educational plans (Ceja,
2006; Palbusa & Gauvin, 2017).
This study explored first-generation college students’ perceptions about college choice
using a qualitative approach to provide “rich insight into human behavior” (Guba & Lincoln,
1994, p. 106). Qualitative data, found in quotations, observations and documents, describes and
explores a phenomenon in great detail as it occurs in real world settings (Patton, 2002).
Qualitative methods allow researchers to study issues with great detail (Bloomberg & Volpe,
2008; Patton, 2002). In using open-ended interviews, the students’ perception can be understood
in the students’ own words. Qualitative research is inductive and lends itself to discovery,
inquiry, and exploration (Patton, 2002). Individuals draw meaning from events and experiences,
which is paramount to this research study (Kraus, 2005). Using qualitative methodology, this
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study explored the students’ perceptions of what influenced their college choice and how they
perceived their parents to influence this process.
Literature Review
Socioeconomic Status
Socioeconomic status, based on occupation, education, wealth, and income, continues to
be an influential factor in college choice (Hossler et al., 1999; Kinzie et al., 2004; McDonough,
1997; Nagaoka, Roderick & Coco, 2009; Teranishi and Behringer, 2008). First-generation
college students are more likely to be from lower socioeconomic status and as a result, face
many obstacles in college degree attainment (Bui, 2002; Nagaoka et al., 2009). Students with
lower socioeconomic status are more likely to have parents who lack the knowledge,
information, and experience to help their children navigate the college choice process.
For many first-generation college students, the educational environment is much different
than the home environment. For first-generation college students, it may be difficult to identify
with both their educational environment and with their communities (Grace-Odeleye & Santiago,
2019; McDonough, 1997; Schelbe, Swanbrow Becker, Spinelli & McCray, 2019). Firstgeneration college students have two sets of status symbols: one set of status symbols for the
community in which they grew up and one set of status symbols for the collegiate environment.
Status symbols, including types of music, car, technology, and travel, are belongings or goods
that denote status in one’s society. Individuals who take on a group’s culture and symbols
become the insiders. This concept sets the stage for exploring college choice and provides
understanding about the issues that first-generation students face because it explains the
inequality of poverty, related to class found within our society.
Social Reproduction
Many social reproduction theories analyze class systems that explain inequalities in
educational stratification (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Tzanakis, 2011). Bourdieu purported that
schools set up standards that favor the upper- and middle-class children, which reproduce class
status (Kingston et al., 2003). Bourdieu believed that to maintain their class status, the upper
class implemented processes to reproduce inequality evident in the educational system.
Bourdieu’s theories assert that educational inequalities continue to reproduce current
class structures (Allan, Garriott & Keene, 2016; Hinz, 2016; Lareau & Norvat, 1999; Paulsen &
St. John, 2002). For Bourdieu, all behavior is situated within a field, where individuals have
different forms of capital which can be utilized to reach their goals. Bourdieu explains that all
individuals have social or cultural capital to activate or invest in a field, but not all social or
cultural capital has the same value within the field. For this study, I discuss social and cultural
capital as it relates to Bourdieu’s social reproduction theories.
Cultural Capital
Cultural capital is defined as the knowledge that upper- and middle-class families share
with their children as means for maintaining class status (Dalmage, 2008; McDonough, 1997).
Cultural capital is shown through an individual’s language, vocabulary, taste in music, and arts
(Dalmage, 2008; Lareau & Horvat, 1999). Although cultural capital does not have monetary
value, a college degree is treated as a status symbol in our society (Reay, 2004; McDonough,
1997; Smith, 2007). McDonough (1997) explains that upper- and middle-class families promote
earning a college degree to ensure economic security for future generations. For college choice,
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cultural capital could be an individual’s parent’s knowledge of admissions procedures. Cultural
capital includes the student’s knowledge and academic preparation such as the students’
perception and responses to how prepared they felt to go to college, what options they explored
and what information they had to make their decisions.
Economic inequality can create differential forms of cultural and social capital among
social classes, which can lead to the exclusion of disadvantaged groups in society (Flora & Flora,
2008; Smith, 2007; Tobolowsky, Cox, & Chunoo, 2020). Cultural capital represents the
knowledge a student has to navigate the processes involved in college choice. In this study, I
employ the concept of cultural capital to understand how experiences yielded information and
resources that students activated in the college choice process.
Social Capital
Bourdieu’s concept of social capital emphasizes the importance of relationships to
explain organizational structures and behaviors within society (Field, 2003; Lin, 2001).
Examples of social capital are an individual’s network of friends, colleagues, and neighbors.
Students with higher social capital are more likely to ‘know’ someone with connections to
someone with information about the college admissions process than those who do not have a
network of adults who have attended college—potentially providing an advantage. To explore
social capital’s role in college choice, I focus on the relationships the students had with parents
to understand their motivation. Many people believe social capital helps students get into
college, get jobs, or internships. Social capital involves trust, norms and networks that work to
improve efficiency while encouraging upward mobility (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Field, 2003).
Students with more educated parents may have an advantage in navigating the college choice
process because they have may have greater social capital. For example, college educated
parents may know someone who works in the college’s administration who they can call with a
problem. First-generation college students may have less social capital than students whose
parents are better connected in terms of knowledge, awareness, and information (Chang, Wang,
Mancini, McGrath-Mahrer & Orama de Jesus, 2020; Clayton, 2019; Saenz et al., 2007).
Networks with limited resources, like potentially those of the first-generation college student,
who are not as likely to have a network of college graduates, will yield poor social capital in the
field of education (Hossler et al., 1999; Lin, 2001; McDonough, 1997).
Unlike students from higher classes who may assume and expect they will attend college;
the expectations are not the same for their lower socioeconomic classmates (Grace-Odeleye &
Santiago, 2019; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2000). The entitlement, expectation, and mobilization
of resources of upper- and middle-class students and families are strong illustrations of cultural
capital. Even if the upper- or middle-class parents cannot provide financial support, the parents’
greater cultural capital influences the children to earn their degrees. Members of the upper and
middle-class youth may have access to knowledge about the policies and paperwork for college
choice by contacting friends, family or colleagues that may work in college administration that
the lower-class youth can’t mobilize or activate.
Method
Participants
To recruit participants, purposeful sampling was implemented. This type of sampling
allows for information-rich cases that demonstrate ‘in-depth understanding of the phenomenon’
38

Published by Digital Commons @ West Chester University, 2020

3

Journal of Access, Retention, and Inclusion in Higher Education, Vol. 3 [2020], Iss. 1, Art. 3
to be studied (Patton, 2002, p. 40). Purposeful sampling’s objective is to show insight and
understanding, as opposed to quantitative research’s random sampling, which provides
generalizability (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Patton, 2002). Twenty-five participants were
selected as part of the small purposeful sample. As Patton (2002, p. 245) explains, “the validity,
meaningfulness, and insight generated by qualitative inquiry have more to do with the
information richness of the cases selected than with the sample size.”
A small campus of a large research university was selected for the sampling because of
its large population of first-generation students. To begin, I emailed several staff members at the
campus asking them to distribute flyers and email students to ask for volunteers to be
interviewed. Although all the participants were students at the same campus, the participants
were not homogeneous in terms of gender, sex, socioeconomic status, academic preparation and
program, and hometown. The participants were from various geographic locations and
represented diverse racial backgrounds, household incomes, and levels of academic achievement.
Interviews are the primary data collection method for qualitative research (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2008). Patton (2002) explains that in standard open-ended interviews, the questions need
to be fully developed so that each participant receives the same questions, which can be an
advantage in analysis because responses can be compared. Interview questions provide the
participant to explain their perspective in their own words (Patton, 2002). I conducted 25 semistructured individual interviews, after which a level of redundancy, or saturation, was achieved.
Patton (2002) states that sampling may conclude when no new information is being shared by
participants.
Procedure and Analysis
For data analysis, I used NVivo, a software program designed to assist for categorizing,
coding, and organizing data. I created codes within the software program and coded the
transcripts line by line. During the data analysis, I examined themes and trends that developed.
Initially, I coded the data based on my conceptual framework, which was developed based on
college choice research using the concepts of social and cultural capital within the Hossler and
Gallagher Model of College Choice (Hossler et al., 1999). The coding scheme was adapted
throughout the analysis through reflection, review of transcripts, and line-by-line coding. Then, I
conducted a word count query for the words, “better”, “motivation”, “parents” and “social class”
to see if my initial feelings of repetition held true. In addition, I coded line-by-line in the text. I
read and reviewed each transcript of the interviews and the focus groups. I used general codes
such as ‘family’ but then I was able to further differentiate into smaller themes such as “parent
expectations” and “parents’ support”. I created lists that used the concepts of social and cultural
capital from the conceptual framework and the stages in the college choice model. Finally, I
collapsed codes and combined codes for the data analysis. The purpose of this analysis was to
establish emergent themes and create models that provide an explanation of the research
questions. Through this process, I reviewed, collapsed and expanded codes through the coding
process to better reflect what I was finding and the themes that were emerging.
Findings
Understanding the college choice process for first-generation college students may
increase the likelihood that these students enroll in college, providing them with potential
benefits in status and social mobility that a college degree may offer. Increased understanding of
the college choice for first-generation college students has the potential to improve access and
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attainment of a college education for more students. A college degree affords these students
increased opportunities for personal and professional advancement, status attainment and social
mobility. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) explain that predisposition, or aspiration, is the first stage
in the college choice model. They explain that if a student does not have the desire to go to
college, then it is unlikely that he or she will follow through on the search or choice stages.
Several themes emerged from the data collected in the interviews that pertained directly to the
predisposition phase:
Students are motivated by their socioeconomic status.
Because of their SES, they knew college would be difficult to afford.
Students think the process is easier for students’ whose parents attended college.
Students are influenced by their parents’ support.
Despite their lack of knowledge about college processes, parents often expect
their children to attend.
• Students want to have better lives in terms of jobs, wealth, and neighborhoods.
•
•
•
•
•

As high school students, the participants knew that because of their socioeconomic status,
they would have difficulty affording college. Next, the participants perceived the process to be
very easy for students whose parents went to college. Finally, participants were motivated to go
to college because their parents did not go to college and they wanted to achieve social mobility
and status attainment. For practitioners, these findings demonstrate important implications for
practice.
Socioeconomic status
Difficulty affording college
When discussing their aspirations, participants knew that because of their socioeconomic
status, or class, they would face challenges affording college. Raquel, a student from New
Jersey, discussed how her mother’s low income affects their lifestyle:
Um, like my mom, she didn’t go to college. She’s like paycheck to paycheck to pay the
bills and to send out food and care packages to me [laughs] and, um, my friend’s mom
who can’t afford to pay for her tuition because she decided, ya know, I’ll just be a worker
all my life and it gets hard and when the economy is like this, there’s less money in your
pocket and less stuff you can benefit your child.
Raquel explains that her mom lives paycheck to paycheck, which seems to make her lifestyle
more difficult. Another student, Destiny, a female student, explained how she realized during
high school that some students of lower socioeconomic status were unable to afford the high cost
of attending college. She said, “I think different areas, um, depends on your um background,
your family's income, some people can't afford. Some students wanna go to college, but can't
afford it.”
Perceptions about students whose parents attended college.
While the students perceived their families’ insecure economic status could inhibit their
opportunity to attend college, they viewed other students with parents with college educations as
having an easier time navigating the college choice process. Vivian said, “The kids of people
who have gone to college already are at an advantage. Um, uh, people of upper class, um, it’s
kind of expected of them or it’s just get accepted, their name, the last name is what gets ‘em in.”
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Vivian had many assumptions about the ease with which upper class students were admitted to
college.
Participants assumed that wealthier students do not have to follow the same process and
are ‘automatically’ admitted to college. Vivian summarized the perceptions of the group:
Um, the process is so much easier for them, children of parents who attended college.
They just gotta fill out a name and they’re in, as opposed to someone, I gotta find out so
what college is, how much it’s gonna cost me, transcript here, application here, letter of
recommendation as opposed to — I would like to think a lotta their parents do that for
them. They just gotta sign and that’s about it.
The students believed that those whose parents went to college did not need to complete
the rigorous application process, but they would be admitted because of who their parents were.
Socioeconomic status as motivation.
First-generation college students are likely to have a lower socioeconomic status than
those who are not first-generation college students. Socioeconomic status can influence a
student’s educational expectations and experiences. For example, fifteen participants in the study
talked about getting better jobs and earning more money than their parents.
Expressing concern about their own socioeconomic background and comparing their
opportunities to middle- and upper-class students, the participants understood that class is a
factor in college admissions. About half of the participants were either part of the working class
or the poor class. Only two students reported a household income higher than $100,000. Because
many of the participants struggle with finances and their parents did not graduate from college,
socioeconomic status influenced their college choice.
Many of the participants associated a college education with increased earnings. They
believed that the college degree was the most important factor that would contribute to their
mobility. For example, Laura, a student, shared how she reconciled the decision to attend
college:
I’m like how does that sound like — I’m like so you wanna work at McDonald’s whereas
workin at a 500 Fortune company like you tell me like you wanna make $15,000 a year
or you wanna make $55,000 a year?
As Laura illustrated, participants believed that a college education is related to their future
income potential. Similarly, Cody added, “Because on account of the economy and everything. If
you don’t have an education, you’re gonna get a $8.00 an hour job.” The students believed that a
college degree would result in their upward economic mobility. Participants perceived their
wealth, income and occupation to be very important to their status.
Parents’ influence
Supportive parents
Twenty of 25 interview participants felt their parents were supportive of their decision to
attend college. For example, Sharon, a student, explained succinctly what her parents have done
for her. She said, “They pushed me to keep moving forward.” James also said it was his mother’s
persistence that has gotten him where his is today. Finally, Evan explained that his parents were
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so positive because he was the first person in his family to go college. He said, “They – their
attitude was to go for it because I was the first person to actually go to college.”
Twenty students mentioned their parents were happy about their child’s decision to go to
college. Sharon shared a very empowering comment about how proud her parents are of her
decision. Sharon said, “They always told me that I was very smart and intelligent and that
anything I wanted to do, I could do. Um, they do treat me differently, but in a better way, a good
way. They just always, just tell me how they’re so proud of me, ya know, and for me to keep
pushin.” Sharon shared the sentiment of many of the participants that their parents were very
encouraging in their pursuing a degree.
Expectations of parents
Some students were fueled by their parents’ pride, support, and praise. Ten participants
said they were going to college because their parents expected them to attend college. Many of
these students said that it was understood that they would eventually enroll in a college or
university. Not only did students mention parental education and income as factors contributing
to college choice, many participants also shared their parents motivated them and had high
educational expectations. A few participants, however, said that their parents were disapproving
or fearful which in turn influenced their college choice decisions.
Generally, participants believed that students go to college for one of two reasons—selfmotivation or persistent parents. Vivian explained, “It's either self-motivation or you got a parent
who just won't leave you alone.” The students seemed to perceive that many students attend
college because it is what their parents want. Farrah explained this perception, “I know a lot of
people that want to go to school because that’s what their parents — want. So, a lot of people go
just to please their parents — to get their parents off their backs.” Farrah explained that many
students were going to college to make their parents proud; others were going to college to
appease their parents. For participants in this study, most of their parents wanted their students to
go to college- sometimes, more than the students—and these students were influenced by their
parents’ expectations.
Several students shared expectations that their parents had for them. Carmen, a student
from Philadelphia, said, “Yeah. Like you know when you go to college – everyone says it, like.
It was like not an option, like of course I was gonna go to college.” James, another student from
Philadelphia, said, “She [his mother] told me to go to college. That, that’s the way it be.” Cody, a
student from rural Pennsylvania, added that because he is a first-generation college student, his
parents expected him to go to college. He said, “Uh, they basically said I'm going whether I like
it or not ‘cause they didn’t go and they know how it is.” Like Cody, Katelyn, a student from
Philadelphia, explained, “she (her mother) said yeah, you goin to college [laughs].” Austin, a
student from a small town in Pennsylvania, added that his parents also explained the importance
of a college degree. Austin said:
Well my parents, they pretty much know that in today’s world you really need that
college education in order to get — to be comfortable living. It’s really — I always
quoted Obama when he — I — I listened to him one time and he said that it’s like a prerequired step in order for success to get further education.
These students’ experiences reiterate the value that parents place on earning a college degree to
have the opportunity for greater wealth and income.
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The participants’ parents may have felt the need to push their children toward higher
education because of their concern that their child would be kept out of the upper or middle class
because the student would not have the credentials (the degree) to attain a certain status. Families
often encourage education as a means to gain status because of credentialism (Brown, 2001;
Kingston, et al., 2003; Meyer, 2001). This concern about meeting the standard or credentials for
certain jobs is addressed through the concept of credentialism, where lower class parents and
students are pressured into seeking more education as a basis for gaining status (Meyer, 2001).
Indifference by parents
Although rare, four students’ parents did not expect their children to attend college—or
care if they went. These participants shared that their parents did not actually think their child
would follow through, so they did not encourage attendance.
Motivated by parent’s class
In some situations, the parents were an influence because of the challenging road they
had traveled. The students shared they wanted to do better than their parents had done, but the
students often apologized, not wanting to appear rude or ungrateful. The students said things
like, “they did the best they could,” or “they tried to provide everything we needed.” The
students saw their parents’ struggles and wanted their lives and careers to be different. Keisha
explained:
I had to do something, cause where I came from. Was not the, like, the best. Even like,
like for what like parents went through, they made like a really good life for us. They
gave us so many opportunities, now I’m here at like Penn State, can you imagine from
where I was born?
Keisha expressed her appreciation and even surprise that she was in college given her
background. She felt very lucky because her parents were immigrants and struggled to establish
jobs and a stable home life. Laura also shared how her family influenced her:
Like, come from a family you barely graduate from high school, so I wanted to kinda
change that perspective. So, before I could get to high school, I had to have my mind set
that I wanted to go to college.
Laura felt that growing up in a family that struggled to graduate from high school, she needed to
do something different. She believed getting her education would allow her to change her future.
Anisha discussed how having parents who did not go to college can affect how you think of
yourself. She explained:
But I just like- I just think being able to say that your parents did something, like makes
you feel better as a person and makes you feel like you—like you can do something!
She explained that if an individual’s parents are successful, the child feels like he or she can be
successful. Carmen also reiterates how she wanted more from her life including more
opportunities for jobs and higher income. She added:
I didn't grow up badly. I'm not saying like, you know, but it's just like I just want better,
like better than what my parents have. I want better than this, you know. I think it does
motivate me. Like be – like be – I just wanna, you know be in a better environment, and I
don't know. Do better for my family.
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These students shared how appreciative they were to their parents, but they knew that they
wanted their lives to be different than their parents. The students wanted more wealth, more job
stability, and more options when looking for jobs.
Discussion
Recommendations
This study fills in the gap in understanding the college choice process for first-generation
college students and the ways that parents influence them. Although parents do not have much
knowledge, they are integral in supporting the student. Parents are key stakeholders in
influencing enrollment for first-generation college students. Because parents have great
influence, it is important for institutions to partner with them to provide information and training
on how to use that information.
In addition to their parents’ influence, the students’ social class influences their
aspiration, their motivation, and often their ability to see themselves as a college student. For
first-generation college students, there are many obstacles in applying to college. The admissions
and financial aid processes may seem too complicated, cumbersome, or confusing to firstgeneration college students and their families. To overcome these obstacles, students have to
recruit support services and networks to provide the guidance they need to succeed.
There must be an ongoing plan for information sharing about the college search and
enrollment for students and their families to navigate the college choice process (Reid & Moore,
2009). Because students often do not have the higher education cultural capital to navigate these
processes, colleges administrators need to consider redesigning their admission and financial aid
systems to better serve the potential students and their families (Horn & Moesta, 2019). Colleges
need to examine and evaluate their policies and practices to remove the barriers and obstacles for
first-generation college students. To improve transparency, these processes must be streamlined
or redesigned to establish clear understanding for those who never attended college themselves.
College administrators need to find additional ways to share information about savings accounts
and college financing plans to better inform prospective students about cost and price. In
addition, colleges need to reevaluate their messaging and communication platforms so that
information is easily accessible and clear. It would serve colleges and universities to find ways to
communicate in new and different ways with parents of first-generation college students.
College administrators need to encourage parents to support career exploration and
college aspiration at an early age. Parents need support to help students excel academically.
Individualized support programs like mentoring opportunities and bridge programs may provide
assistance to first-generation college students and their families. To help future first-generation
students, current first-generation college students need to become ambassadors at their former
high schools providing information to navigate the college choice process. The peer-to peer
approach could have great potential in maximizing social capital for the high school students
whose parents did not attend college. In addition, students can influence the culture in their
schools and their neighborhoods to accept and develop college-going behaviors (Hinz, 2019).
Conclusion
This study was an exploration of the influences that affect first-generation college
students in their college choice process. The purpose of this study was not only to explore the
influences of these students but also provide the participants with an opportunity to share their
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story. Through this exploration, I add to the understanding of how class works to produce
educational disparities and influence options for educational attainment. These students faced
much of their lives as marginalized people in the afterthoughts of programs and processes. This
research provides new insights into the decision-making of prospective students and may inform
higher education recruitment efforts about the experiences and options of their potential students.
This study allowed these first-generation college students to share their aspirations and their
hope for a better future, beginning with their educational journey.
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